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it covers a territory as big as Germany, France, and England
put together. But like everything else in Russia, this river must
do something a little queer. The Volga is an eminently navig-
able river (before the Great War it had a fleet of its own of
40,000 little boats), but when it reaches the city of Saratov
it has descended to sea-level. The last hundreds of miles flow
below sea-level. This, however, is not as impossible as it sounds.
For the Caspian Sea into which it flows, situated in the midst of
its salty desert, has shrunk so considerably that it now lies eighty-
five feet below the level of the Mediterranean. Another million
years and it will rival the Dead Sea, which holds the record with
1310 feet below sea-level.
Incidentally it is the Volga which is supposed to be the mother
of all the caviare we eat. I purposely use the expression 'is
supposed to be' for very often the Volga is only the caviare's step-
mother and the tunny-fish rather than the sturgeon has been
responsible for that far-famed Russian delicacy.
Until the general introduction of the railways, rivers and
oceans were the natural routes which men followed in search of
trade or plunder. Cut off from the open sea by their Teutonic
enemies of the west and their Byzantine competitors from the
south, the Russians were forced to depend upon their rivers as soon
as they were obliged" to look for more fr.ee land. And the history of
Russia from the year 600 until the present day is for ever connected
with the two big rivers, one the Volga, which I have just men-
tioned, and the other the Dnieper. But of the two, the Dnieper
was by far the more important, for it was part of the main road
that led from the Baltic to the Black Sea, and that was
undoubtedly as old as the caravan route that led through the
great German plain. Please look at the map and try to follow me
there.
Starting in the north we find that the Gulf of Finland is
connected with Lake Ladoga by means of the Neva, the river on
which Leningrad is situated. Then there is a small stream running
due south from Lake Ladoga and which is known as the Volkhov,
the connecting link between Lake Ladoga and Lake Ilmen. On
the south side of Lake Ilmen we find the Lovat River. The